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i-HE AR!& ISRAELI WAR OF 1973 AND THE INEVITABILITY CF Surprise 

The Arab-lsraeh War of October 1973 ixas a slgmticant benchmark m the 

4eceIopment of modern warfare In ns three weeks of mtense combat , the uort2 

u ltnessed the de\ astatmg effkts of small guided nsapons on the large, SUIT? manned 

niachmes that had domrnated the an and land for decades While tanks and aircraft nere 

not rendered obsolete the \\ar confirmed the need for major changes m lieapons 

piocurement. air and land tactics. and force structures The mxrochlp kad transformed 

the armoc 

The 1973 14 x uas not vw-el\ a dcmonsratlr)n of the I~~QC* (7; ~1 rechno!ckg 

Jx xcuIi~3taxt5 tif Its $n qx,on. conduc:. xv2 tcr;;;lxmh~ dsd ~:o~ik! An unlusua! 

opportumty to test more fundamental and endurmg concepts of the nature of war This 

pqper \\I 1 focus on :>e Issue that IC one form or another domlnalsd all phases of rhz 

cqnfhct -- the repeated errors of all parties mkolved, combatants as \xeil as their alhes, m 

ebaaluatmg and properly respondmg to the capablhtles, mtentmns, and actions of their 

opponents It was this aspect of the war, most frequent11 spoken of m terms of 

“sprprlse,” that m fact brings one to the more basx question of ho\\ one can hope to 

understand the system of complex mteractlons that war embodles 

A 1i-M OF MULTIPLE --SURPRISES-- 

The \\ar began \+lth one of the most successful surprise attacks m modem 

mljnary hlstory The last-mmute strategic warning recewed bl the Israel1 leadershlp 

pn/or to Its outbreak gave them only a small fraction of the time requxed to moblhze the 



reserve forces upon whxh most of Israel’s defense capabrhty depended. The impact of 
I 

the une\pscted tno-front assault \\as magntfied by addmona, surprises m the 

technologrcal, operatronal, and tactrcal arenas Egyptran forces crossed the Suez Canal 
I 

far more quickly and eastly :-Ian the Israe?is had dreamed posstbls Tsraeh axrcraf: 

attempting to exerctse then estabhshed close support role nere suddenly confronted not 

with hostile ancraft but wrth a shreld of mrsslles and antr-aircraft guns that moxed (albeit 

tnefficlenrly) ~-lth the .krab ground !iorces and ithtch Ear a nme mfhcrtd undccsptab:e 

losses on them Israel1 armored umts, m attemptmg standard counterattacks against the 
I 

adxancmg E_qtrans, were confronted with hght mfantry frmg antt-tank mtssrles that 

destroyed a staggering number of then \ ehtcles seari! e\esn\\ here. Arab troops stood 

arc! founhr xxher? si\ Lear< before rn the 1%’ Srx-I?ax 1var.” the\ 5ad ‘Is;’ = krae~ s 

prmctpal ally, the United States, evpenenced a stmtlar multr-level surprtse, foreseemg 

I 
net:her *he fact that xxar xvas tmmmen- nor the eu:ent to lx htch lsraeh ‘“orces \Lould suffer 

m the face of new weapons, methods of operation, and transformed enemy morale ’ 

I 
As the \\ar continued, the Arab stde was confronted utth its ot\n share of 

surprtses Egypttan Prestdent Sadat, the mtellectual father of the war, did not foresee the 

Israel1 abthty to move m to protect the mountam passes m the Smar more qutckly than 

his own forces could push ahead then anti-axcraft shteld and seize the passes themselves 

He ~3s surprised by the ablhq of the Untted States not only qurckly to make up Israel1 

I 
losses m tanks and aircraft, but also to furtush new electronic countermeasures and 

mxssdes that would help negate hrs modem Sovret-supplied systems He certamly did not 

’ Hem-v krssmser E ears of Urhea\al (Boston Ltrtle, Erown and Company 1983) X&-t67 
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$presee either strategxally or tactically the Israeli crossrng to the west bank of the canal 
I 
I 

at a Ilrne \x hen his tlrcss appeared -o ha\ e neari! src;treC Gx east Jan&, nlth the 

resultmg threat of destruction to a major part of his army Neither the Soviet Anton nor 

the Urxed Srates had foreseen this dramatic turn of ex ems, resultmg m a confused roux 

of major ?ower diplomacy and threats rhat mcluded a Soviet airborne forces alert and 

the placement of U S forces around the world on heightened alert for nar The Iatter 
I / 

si-rors In perceptlon brought the :+or.d closer to globa, nuclear con3ct rhan any twnt 

since the Cuban MIsslIe Crws ’ 

Surprise on Its most superfklal level stems from the successful use, b) the 

uerpetrator. of ourratIonal see+ often m comhnatjon \\ Ith deception Sun-tzu m his 

“-l,n 2 V.‘.r~r a sta-ed -fizt ‘*\s arks 1s :he 1%‘~) ~,Tao) of .kx;tlon ** ‘1 Inhs 
I 

autobiography, Sadat repeated11 noted hrs **strategrc deception plan.“’ and some of the 

methods hs used \\ere precrssl> those recommended b! *he Chmess sagz Sun-tzu 

counseled ‘-If the) are rested- force them to exert themselves” and “attack where the) 

are unprepared w- ’ Sadat wrote that m May and August 1973, he launched mass media 

campaigns and ordered various CIVII defense measures deslgned to cause false war 

warnings by Israeli mtelhgence, wth resultmg costly moblllzatlons of resenes G These 

false signals tended to enenate the moblhzatlon system, embarrass Israel] mtelllgence, 

and make analysts and the po’l-lcal kdershlp much less dcclsice rn the face of next 

’ Fpr a personal account of Sowet dehberatlons. see Victor Israelyan. Inslde the Kremhn Dunnq the Yom 
lopur War (Umverslty Pa& PA The Pennsylvama State Umverslty Press 1995) 
3 Sun-tzu The 4rr of War trans Ralph D Salqer (Boulder CO West\rle\% Press 1994) 168 
’ Anwar el-Sadat, In Search of ldentltv An 4utoblomohy (ELwpt Vilhge of Mlt 4buLKum. 19771. 21 I 
’ Sun-tzu 168 
I’ Sidat 241 



\i ammg mdlcators m early October Sun-tzu also ad\ tsed “When your objectn e 1s 
I 

&xb> , make it apl;ear as of &s:ant *-’ S&it x+-rote 2xir in Ssprzmber 1373, as ?srt of 

his “strategx deception,” hs confided to a European foreqn mmlster m stnct secrecy that 

he intended to be at ‘L-mted Sa’lons headquarters m October 1973 He i\as cerxm that 

ttirs report would be passed to the Israehs who would presumably conclude that at the 

siated time he would be pursumg Qplomatlc remedres m New York rather than dlrectmg 1 

a i\var from Cairo ’ Sun-tzu itTot “When commmed io tnqxq mg -our forces. feiszn 
1 

tdacti\ sty **’ On the eve of the Eg-ptlan attack. soldiers were piaccd m full \le\x of the 

Israehs along the canal, ostentatlouslq engaged m various leisure acttwtles, m contrast to 

th;= consIderable combat-read! forces assembled out of sight behmd the canal u a!!~ 

LIddell Har stated tlw the ‘-puToce-* of mlhta? xrate,~ IS “:CI $TVXSF T!-I~ 

posslblhty of resistance, and it seeks to fulfill this purpos2 by evploltmg the elements of 
I 

nycmcnt and surytse --“’ HIS concept of surpnse Imhed uith rapid, une\pscrec 

mcwement along a relatwel> weak ityls was a central element m General Shxon-s 

success m crossmg over to the west bank of the canal on 16 October Actmg on 

lntelhgence that the Egyptians had left a hventy-five kllometer gap between their second 

and thxd armies to the east of The Great Bitter Lake, Sharon mo\ ed his mam forces at 

night, stuelded by a dwerslonary attack on the front of the second army. southward along 

thd second arm), then through the gap, and finally north\\ard to an area behmd the 

second arm? at the “Chrnese Farm *. ” Whrle some of the Israel1 forces fought the 

’ Stin-tzu 168 
’ Sadat 111 
’ Sdn-tzu, 168 
I’ 6 H Liddell Hart Srratrsl ,2d ed (Loncon Faber R Faber 196’) 323 
” Frank Aher October 1973 The Arab-Israel1 War (Hamden CT Archon Book 19S5) IO:-IN 
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battle of the Chinese Farm on the flank and rear of the second army, Sharon brought a / 
I 

portron oi his forces xross :hc canal To ‘he addttlonal sxpnse o? the Eg> ptrans. 1~ ?o at 
I 

first underestimated the Importance of the crossmg, the Israehs neutrahzed several rear 

area S.Uf compIexcs and cut the tmes of communxanon bexeen the thud army and 
I 

Cairo 

Clausewtz raised more basrc questions about the role of surpnse m nar 

He sau surprrsc as a means to gain numerrcal supenorrty cb~ mo\mg agamst an 

unexpected and thus relattrely less protected sector) , as being the product of secret! 

and speed. and as grvmg a psychological ad\ antage to the side that employs rt I’ 

\&er-heless. \~hlle cttmg sexeral hrstoncal mstancec m nhich the wuits olunnss 

by In\ admg SlIesta), he added that “htstory has few such events to record ..I3 

Therefore. ..u hrle IT x1111 nex er ke comptetelx rneffecrrx 2. rt IS equalI> true that b> Its 1 SC 

nature surpnse can rarely be outstandrngly successful ..‘I HIS ultrmatc verdtct was “It 

would be a mistake, therefore, to regard surpnse as a key element to success m war The 

prmcrple IS highly attractwe m theory, but m practice It 1s often held up by the frtctton of 

the whole machme .’ ” After noting that preparations for war are extremely dBkult to 

conceal. he observed that ..(r)t IS rare therefore that one state surprises another. enher 

by an attack or by ?rqaratlons for \\tar -.” 

” C’arl \ on Clausewtz On War tram Mchael Howwd and Peter Paret (Pnnceton .-3 Pnnceton Umernty 
PreSs. 1976), 198 
I3 Rxd 200 
“IbId I98 
Ii Ibrd 
‘( Ibld ’ 39 



At first glance, Clausennz mtght be accused of placmg too little 
I 

L afu2 on ri crucra- 2fsmsnt of xw On closer 3sammWron. -~o~vever, tt \\as this thzonst, 

who was the least sangume about surprrse m tts narrower sense of operatrot& securny, 

deceptton. and spsed \vho shed the most hght on \sth> we are so of?2n mcorrect m 

foreseemg events and hence suffer the setbacks that our errors mevttabl> bnng In 

drscussmg the problems of “Intelhgence m War, ” Clauswttz observed that “(m)an> 

tnrehlgence reports m \\ar arz contradictory, sven morz are f&se, and most are 

uncertam -’ Thus, “(t)he dtfficulty of accurate recogmtton constnutes one of the most 

serious sources of fnction m war ” These prmcrples appl! both m the planning stage at 

headquarters and m the course of battle l7 

In the case of ths 1973 War , there 152:s a $ethom of Informanon a\a~lnbIe 

I 
covenng all of the preparattons that Clausewttz satd were dtficult to conceal The 

problem \\as m understanding rt tn hrs 1979 personal account of the \\ar Israel] 

General Adan notsd that m the months before the war, “(w)2 ioohed on as EaTt 

prepared hundreds of roads and underwater passes on the Sleet Water Canal, which runs 

parallel to the Suez Canal -’ Also observed were Egyptian preparatton of graduated 

slopes along the Suez Canal, the constructton of high ramparts on its banks that exposed 

the Israeb side to direct fire weapons, and Egyptran nver crossmg rehearsals opposne 
1 

Bqlah Island, mcludm, - breachmg of bamers 1~1th water Jets and piacmg amphtbtous 

equipment mto the water to move armored vehicles to the island In the pre-war period, 

” lb,d 1 17 
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Israeli aircraft had been successfully engaged by surface-to-an mtsstles and tanks had 

bten 5irsd cn ‘01 antl-tanh m1w.e~ m both the south and :he Golan Heights ” 

On the U S side as well as the Israeh, tt was knows by 5 October that Sotlet 

ad\ rsors and thex Dependents were bemg e\ acuated b> au- from Egypt and Sy rta under a 

strrct tw enc-four hour deadline and that “alert measures*- were m effect m both EL? pt 

and Syna I9 Yet the assessment as of that late date was that the openmg of mtfttary 

operattons against Israel 54 Egyp- and Syna was -of iow probablhty --’ CVnh ali of tn: 

advances m signals and imagery mtelhgence and the presumabl! asstduous efforts of the 

parties mvol\ed to heed Sun-tzu’s adtxe on ‘-employing spres,“” rt appears that a 

conmtl\s barrier \\as reached that kept the parties vulnerable to uneqected events 

UNCERTAINTY AS THE ESSENCE OF WAR 

In -he wvaks of tht: 1977 11 ar and thz more recent errors m preclctmg the 1990 

Iraq1 mvaston of Kuwait, numerous scholars and practnroners have offered sound 

suggestions on how to improve warning systems through enhanced collectron, Improved 

amdysts, and more effective means of mformmg policy-makers and commanders ” 

Most, however, retam a nagging belief that at best one can reduce the chances for 

surprise, smce mdtvrdual biases and dysfuncttonal orgamzattonal dynamtcs can never be 

completeI> remedied Opponents may be abie :o *ahe advantage ofrhe remamm~ 

” Avraham (Bren1 Adan On the Banks of the Suez (Presldlo Press. ISSO>, 74-75 
” Kmmger 466 
‘” Ibtd, quotmg an mtelhgence assessment 
-” Sbn-tzu, 23 1 
” For a comprehenwe \lew of these Issues. see Ephralm Kam Surmw Attach The L lctlm’s Perspectwe 
(Cambridge MA Hazard Urmersxy Press 1988) 
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weaknesses increased speed and accurac) m collectmg and evaaluatmg mformatton may 

bk made up for b> the ra?tdrn ~11th whrch modem command and control and mobrIte 

allow forces to be brought to bear m unexpected areas 

Yet the 1973 War rllustrates a more fundamental drffkult) that no amount of 

tmprovrmg the system can elrmmate completely Adan mdrcated that the ultrmate 

problem was not the secrecy and deception employed by the E_qtlans but the failure of 

thk Israe1.s to understand the nature and dynamics of a snuatlon vbhose elements were 

largeI> in plam view ” Klssmger concluded that --the breakdown was not 

admmlstrattve but mtellectual -’ ” In an extremely perceptive analysts, Alan Beyerchen 

observed that Clausewttz understood that -‘seekmg exact anal>Trcal solutrons doss nor fit 

the qonlmear reaIrE of the Troblems posed b> war- and hence that our abtlrc to predtct 

the course and outcome of an> given confltct 1s severely Iimtted “” Nonlinear systems. 

‘% rth feed-back loops. delays, tngger effects,’ and quahtatrce changes 01 er time 

produce surprrses. often abruptly crossing the threshold mto a qualrtarrcely different 

regime of behavior ‘-” Knowledge of the mnral state of a nonlinear system can never 

be precise and small mmal differences can blossom mto totally different outcomes “-The 

heart of the matter 1s that the system‘s vat-tables cannot be effectively isolated from each 

other or from their context. dynamic mteractton IS one of the system‘s definmg 

characteristtcs ” ” 

23 Adan. 75 
” Kmmger 166 
” iUan Belerclen, Clause=%z, Xonllneanty and the Unwzdrctabllq of War International Secunn 17 
A-0 3 (Winter 1992/1993) 61 
” Ibld 63 
‘- IbId , 66 



Ln Beyerchen’s view, while a simple set of “pnnclples of war-’ rernams 

at;racri \ e. 11 IS ‘-a mrrage shlmmermg abote kailzed. lsolared scskrn~ me IY In ??ace 

of such illusory ‘Imnear” certame, ClauseLvltz teases us onI3 \wth observations on the 

nature of \xar that contam rnultltudes of evceptlons ,4t the heart of his x hew of war IS 

uncertamty, mamfested (a1 m the complex and contmuous mteractlon of two Inmg 

forces (” in \+ar, the \v111 IS dlrected at an annnate object that reacts .“‘)). (b) m fnctlon 

and fog, both tn rhe physIca sense and m the 01 erload of confusmg Informaxon -hat 

faces the commander, and (c‘i m chance, both m tts pure13 statrstxal form and m the 

nonon of small causes havmg dlsproportlonately great consequences ” Yet as 

ungertllng as Clause\\ltz’s formulations mav be. the events of the 1973 IVar lead one to 

z&-ree N-+ Be> e+en that It IS precIsei> thns --forest of cal estr and c,uaIlficatlons’- that 

“more faIthfully represents the condmons and conte,xts we actually encounter *I ‘I 

Clause\\itz stated. for Instance, that the result of defeat on an arm\ ~111 IkeI> be 

dejection and the rendenq to “leake e\rerythmg to fate -” Indeed, this wxs the 

assumption of the world m the hght of the 1967 Arab defeat, leading many declslon- 

makers and analysts m 1973 to conclude that the Arabs could not and would not fight a 

major \%ar wth Israel m the foreseeable future Clausewtz cautroned, however, that 

defeat “may be Instrumental m arousmg forces that \\oouid othenwse hake remamed 

dormant *“’ Txe outcome IS ‘-dependent on the character of *he people or state 



defeated ‘*” General Adan wrote of the miscalculations preceding the tsar that -the 

main r:son fog this state of stYairs D~S our fai.ure to un,zs:and rhe Arab mentalit>‘- as 

A corollary was the failure to consider that Sadat might use maximum available force in 

pursuit of limited milita~ political success ” iIt is very possible that Sadat had a 

more sweeping objective, such as the total defeat of Israel, but at a minimum the Israelis 

failed to foresee that from Sadat’s perspective anything more favorable than the 1967 

outcome \vould have been preferable to the status quo i The kxlis also erred m sunply 

cam ing over the notion that air superiority meant the same thing in 1973 as in I967. 

i e , destroying the opposing air force pnmanly on the ground and secondarily in the air 

As with their armored forces. the> failed to see That the\ \+ere faced nith a live opponent 

That might nell avail its4f;lf ne:Tr technoio&y V-I an imaginatix e \lay in reaction to their 

earlier superiorities I,One hopes that there is not an analogous “light infantry” response 

availabk against countries eqoling in?ormation superior+ ,‘ The Es?ptian and Syrian 

miscalculations regarding Israeli resilience and flexibility while the) moved ahead under 

rigid timelines illustrates a similar disregard for the notion of facing an opposing -king 

fake *+ Of special note is Clausewitz’s observation that “surprise loosens the bonds of 

cohesion, and individual action can easily become sigmticant -J’ While Syrian tank 

units paused to await instructions on the Golan Heights, they were repeatedly 

cournerattacked bq isolated Israe!i umts acting on their om initiatil e 
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Clausewtz-s obsercatrons on uncertarnty should not lead mevltably to the kmd of 

dejection that a party to a \var often elpenences tn the wake of defeat (in thus case a 

defeat of our tendency to thmk about war m hnear terms). Whrle noting that there will 

aln a) s be fog and chance .” he argued eloquent@ for a stud> of both hIstory and theory 

that IS far more profound than the sample leammg of maxims “) HIS prescnpnon leads 

toi+ard the kmd of schooled intuition that IS embodled m his notlon of “mlhtaq 

gemus 
..A0 

Hw ad\rcs was directed toward commanders and those LVho select :hsrn, IT 

could Just as well apply to pohcq-makers and those responsible for mformmg them 

While the foregomg dlscusslon emphasized their errors, some of the correct declslons by 

both the ELrptians and Israebs reflected glimmers of this kmd of gsn~~s Ye: there are 

fell more cautionan evamnles than a dlplomattc htstorran of Krssmger’s stature 

evperrencrng the shock of 6 October 1973 The overall lesson from Clausewttz and the 

_ 973 ~.qxse5~' IS that those responsrble for prev entmg analogous events m the future 

need to correct both the mstltutlonal and mdnidual iseaknesses that can mahe then- 

recurrence more hkeiy It IS on the mdrvrdual side uhere the ultrmate dlficul5 hes The 

mevttably Imperfect remedy IS a constant search for and exammatlon of ideas and 

evpenence (personal and vlcanous) combrned the humbhng recogmtron that one might 

stt i 1 be wrong 

140 
-il 
00- 12 


